Quantitative analysis of contrasuppressor T lymphocytes in leprosy; induction of Ia antigens with gamma interferon.
Lepromatous leprosy is characterized by immune anergy and abnormal suppressor T-cell function. Contrasuppressor cells are a subset of CD8+, vicia villosa-adherent T lymphocytes. T-contrasuppressor (Tcs) cells act on T-helper cells to cause them to become unresponsive to the action of T-suppressor cells. In 8 lepromatous (LL) and 7 tuberculoid (TT) patients, and 6 healthy contacts we studied the percent of the following lymphocyte subsets: CD3+, CD4+, CD8+, Ia+, vicia villosa+ (VV+), CD8, VV+, VV, Ia+, and Ia, Tac+. This was done in baseline status as well as post-stimulation with recombinant gamma interferon (rIFN-gamma). We found that peripheral blood mononuclear cells from LL and TT patients and controls exhibit a similar number of putative contrasuppressor lymphocytes (CD8, VV+ cells). However, in the contrasuppressor subset from LL patients we found a low percent of Ia+ (p less than 0.05 compared to controls or TT). In the three groups studied, the rIFN-gamma enhanced the percent of Ia+ lymphocytes in the CD8, VV+ cell subpopulation. However, the CD8, VV+ lymphocytes from LL patients, despite the effect of rIFN-gamma, continue to have a low percent of Ia+ cells (p less than 0.05 compared to controls or TT). These findings suggest that LL patients might have abnormalities in the contrasuppressor immune circuit. Future functional studies on the role of Tcs cells in the anergy seen in LL will be required in order to define the apparent dysfunction occurring in this disease.